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CHAPTER SIX
PALESTRINA’S MISSA SACERDOTES DOMINI AND 
ANALYTICAL APPROACHES TO RENAISSANCE 
COUNTERPOINT
DENIS COLLINS
The music of Palestrina continues to attract considerable attention from 
performers, scholars and pedagogues, reflecting the high esteem in which 
the achievements of this composer have been held continuously during the 
centuries since his lifetime. Once an almost universal component of tertiary 
music curricula, the study of modal counterpoint relied heavily on the so-
called Palestrina style, with its seemingly perfect balance of melodic line, 
contrapuntal skill and rhythmic clarity. A key aspect of this study was the 
crafting of overlapping series of points of imitation. Until quite recently, 
analytical enquiries into how Palestrina’s textures are structured generally 
did not go much beyond features of melody, mode and the supposed unpre-
dictability of his imitative points.1 However, over the last decade or so a 
number of studies have probed the ways in which Renaissance composers 
used imitation and invertible counterpoint as tools for structural planning. 
My present study draws upon the particular contributions of John Milsom 
on the topic of fuga and Peter Schubert on modular analysis. My special 
interest is in applying their work to the canonic motets and mass settings of 
Palestrina. This repertoire poses many significant questions on the planning 
required by the composer to control the interaction of voice combinations 
with different degrees of imitative exactness. By way of example, I will 
draw on Palestrina’s Missa Sacerdotes Domini, which demonstrates com-
plex imitative combinations, including canonic writing, in each movement. 
Palestrina employed strict imitation frequently across his mass and mo-
tet output, with many mass movements (especially Agnus Dei II settings) 
Chapter Six 105
and motet sections built upon different kinds of canonic imitation. Yet there 
is a comparatively small number of works constructed entirely on canonic 
principles. The Missa Sacerdotes Domini is one of five masses in which 
each movement is structured canonically.2 Little is known about the date 
of composition of this mass, any chant melody upon which it may draw, or 
the performance history of the work within the composer’s lifetime.3 The 
Missa Sacerdotes Domini is a particularly useful vehicle against which to 
assess emerging scholarship on Renaissance contrapuntal procedures. It is 
for six voices of which three comprise a stacked canon at the upper second 
(Baritonus, Tenors I and II). A stacked canon is a specific type of canonic 
writing in which successive voice entries enter at the same interval either 
above or below the previous voice.4 Most surviving examples of stacked 
canon are usually at the fourth or fifth, but the Missa Sacerdotes Domini is 
at the second above.5 The other three parts (which I will refer to as free parts) 
participate in the texture in various ways: in strict fuga with the canonic 
parts locally, or amongst themselves independently of the canon, with 
counter-motives that recur against the canonic motives in different ways in 
each movement of the mass, or with independent material. The same subject 
opens each movement of the mass. Example 6–1, the opening of the Gloria, 
provides a good illustration of these contrapuntal relationships. Immediately 
apparent in this example is that the three canonic parts (Baritonus and both 
tenors) are at wide intervals of imitation so that usually only two of them 
sound together simultaneously. The wide gaps when all canonic parts are 
silent lead to a quasi-ostinato effect.6 These types of imitative activity can 
be described using vocabulary and methodology for the principle of fuga re-
cently articulated by John Milsom, an issue to which I now turn. Later I will 
draw upon Peter Schubert’s technique of modular analysis, which describes 
the broad range of contrapuntal configurations based on the application of 
different kinds of invertible counterpoint.
Pioneering work on fuga has been undertaken by John Milsom over the 
last dozen years. Milsom has recognized that a close study of fuga can help 
us understand the inner workings of many Renaissance compositions and 
assist in identifying salient features of a composer’s contrapuntal outlook 
and preferences.7 Milsom’s work complements the earlier study of theo-
retical sources on fuga by Paul Walker, whose work does not undertake a 
systematic analysis of fuga principles in repertoire.8 Milsom defines fuga 
as a melodic unit or subject that can combine with itself at the same or 
different pitches. In other words, it interlocks with itself.9 Combinations 
can be strictly maintained or there may be flexibility to varying degrees 
in melody or rhythm. When maintained for the entire composition or part 
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of it, the procedure is commonly known nowadays as canon, though Mil-
som sees this as a type of fuga in the context of fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century music and has focused his attentions instead mostly on other types 
of fuga. Milsom’s analytical approach to fuga is based on extracting fuga 
cells from polyphonic texture and deducing the level of sophisticated pre-
compositional planning that the composer brought to his work. He believes 
that a composer such as Josquin des Prez must have engaged in a substantial 
amount of pre-compositional planning in order to devise a fuga subject 
that can undergo several stages of interlocking, especially if the intervallic 
content of the fuga subject is to remain unaltered.
Ex. 6–1. Missa Sacerdotes Domini, opening of Gloria
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Examples discussed by Milsom involve voice entries after short time 
intervals, usually equivalent to the metrical pulse of the polyphonic texture. 
Milsom calls this “stretto fuga” and focuses his discussion on its occurrenc-
es in music by Josquin and his contemporaries. However, much of the actual 
repertoire employs imitation at widely-spaced intervals. Palestrina’s Missa 
Sacerdotes Domini presents an interesting case study that involves fuga at 
the local and global levels (the latter I will call canon for the sake of conve-
nience). Therefore, it provides opportunities for assessing different types of 
fuga interlocks, countersubjects and independent material. It also provides 
an opportunity to apply Peter Schubert’s principles of modular analysis, as 
described in his landmark article published in 2007.
According to Schubert, “a module is a contrapuntal combination that 
repeats both melodies and vertical combinations.”10 Characteristics of mod-
ules are that they occur within a point of imitation, they are usually for 
two voices, they may vary in length, and they may be manipulated through 
transposition and invertible counterpoint. In his study of Palestrina’s first 
book of four-voice motets (1564), Schubert showed how repeated modules 
are meaningfully arranged, often to provide arch form overall within a point 
in which the distribution of modules and free material provide passages of 
heightening and relaxation of contrapuntal activity.11 
To demonstrate the principles of modular analysis, see Example 6–2, 
taken from the four-part Benedictus section of the Sanctus movement, one 
of the non-canonic sections of the Missa Sacerdotes Domini. The opening 
of the Benedictus presents a typical demonstration of modular form, in 
this case a non-imitative module. Following the methodology employed in 
Schubert’s analytical examples, the opening module is labelled A, and it 
comprises two segments, labelled “i” and “ii.” A module may be repeated 
in different voice combinations; for instance, in Example 6–2, the module 
starts with Cantus 1 and Altus 1 and is repeated by Cantus 2 and Altus 2 at 
bar 4. Notice that the intervallic content between the two voices comprising 
the module, indicated by the boxed text, remains constant. In bar 7 the 
module is subjected to a typical procedure identified by Schubert in which 
the voices exchange material. In module A1 Cantus 1 now has segment ii, 
while Altus 1 has segment i. However, each voice is transposed: Cantus 
1 down a fourth and Altus 1 up by a fifth. A comparison of the intervallic 
content between modules A and A1 reveals that invertible counterpoint at 
the octave has been used to bring about this contrapuntally correct variant 
of the module. The Benedictus continues with further modular activity, but 
the texture becomes more intricate, turning to imitative modules of varying 
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length with different types of fuga interlock (to use Milsom’s terminology), 
and with greater use of three-and four-part textural sonorities. 
When perusing the rest of this Mass, is it possible to continue to apply 
Schubert’s modular analysis to yield results of a similar richness that he 
uncovered in Palestrina’s first book of four-part motets? In answering this 
question, several issues emerge. First, there are long stretches in the Missa 
Sacerdotes Domini where I do not locate modular activity. This may be due 
to the constraint of accommodating long passages of text where thematic 
material is not repeated within a point. However, there are places where 
modular activity is evident, but sometimes in ways that are different to 
what one might expect. To investigate these issues further, I now return to 
Example 6–1, the opening of the Gloria.
The opening bars of the Gloria present a contrasting use of modules. It 
also contains several intricately worked out interlocks of the fuga subject at 
different pitch levels. The first is a stretto fuga at the fifth above after one 
minim between Bass and Baritonus, while remaining entries are at all time 
distances that are multiples of a minim up to a breve: semibreve between 
Ex. 6–2. Missa Sacerdotes Domini, Benedictus, bars 1-10
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Altus and Tenor 2, dotted semibreve between Bass and Alto, and breve be-
tween the canonic voice pairs. Furthermore, the first three voice entries con-
stitute another locally-used stacked canon at the upper fifth, although the 
time distances separating voice entries are unequal.12 
The opening point of Palestrina’s Gloria contains a saturation of 
interlocking fuga statements and repeated modules. Specifically, in my 
analysis (see Example 6–3), I detect three layers of modular activity. First, 
there is a module shared by the three canonic voices (labelled A2), lasting 
for a breve. Its harmonic intervallic content between each pair of voices 
is given in the boxed text: 3rd-3rd-4th-4th-3rd-unison-4th. Second, a shorter 
one-bar Module A1 (broken brackets) based on part of the first module 
is initially stated by the two lowest parts and repeated by them in bar 3, 
followed by a statement (embedded in A2) by Baritone and Tenor II in 
invertible counterpoint in bar 4, which is heard transposed in the two tenor 
parts in bar 6. The duration of Module A1 is 5 crotchets and its harmonic 
intervals (given in the boxed text in the example) comprise 5th-5th-6th-8ve-
5th which are manipulated through invertible counterpoint at the octave to 
become 4th-4th-3rd-unison-4th. 
Third, a short tag-like idea (not annotated in Example 6–3) comprising 
a dotted crotchet-quaver-minim against a dotted minim and crotchet. This 
seems innocuous enough, possibly just free counterpoint against the fuga 
subject and its modules: see bars 4, 5, 6, and 7-8. However, I believe that 
Ex. 6–3. Modular activity at opening of Gloria
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this material is deliberately reused: note how it is heard against the repeated 
modules in bars 4 and 6 in the Bass and again at bar 7 where the Alto has 
Module A1’s melody i component. This rhythmic tag permeates several 
other sections of this Mass. 
In Schubert’s analyses, only one module at a time is presented in a point 
of imitation; we do not see two occurring simultaneously. This may be due 
to his limiting the sample repertoire to only the first book of four-part mo-
tets. It remains to be seen in further research to what extent Schubert’s re-
sults reflect typical usage of modular planning in Renaissance repertoire, 
or if the circumstances created by canonic imitation, especially when ac-
companied by other parts participating in the imitative textures, may require 
extensions of the analytical apparatus.
This discussion of the opening eight bars of the Gloria points to the rich-
ness of contrapuntal detail in the musical fabric and the subtlety with which 
Palestrina manipulates his materials according to strict (global) canon or lo-
cal fuga. There is little free writing. The two modules that I have identified 
work against each other creating a tension amongst the canonic and non-
canonic voices that is mediated by Palestrina’s gift for polished lines so that 
there is an overall balance between structure and melody. Other movements 
present even further possibilities; for instance, Kyrie I and the Credo pres-
ent stretto fuga duets in the upper parts against widely spaced subject entries 
in the canonic parts. Particularly ingenious is Palestrina’s ability to create a 
module in which the second half of a different fuga subject works as a coun-
tersubject with the first half of the subject in another voice; for instance, in 
Kyrie II. In addition to the rhythmic tag mentioned a little earlier, specific 
rhythmic patterns and motives are put to frequent use in many parts of the 
mass, such as dotted crotchet and three quavers, and melodically ascending 
or descending filled-in fifths.
The final example to consider in detail is the Pleni sunt coeli setting from 
the Sanctus. This section is for three canonic voices only. Unlike the Glo-
ria movement, the canonic parts are continuous with few rests interspersed 
in their melodic lines. In this situation, it may be difficult to establish the 
bounds of a module because of the ongoing exact repetition amongst the 
parts: the first pair of voices will be reproduced faithfully by the second pair 
of voices (Baritonus by Tenor 2, and Tenor 2 by Tenor 1). This means that 
once a module is identified in one pair of voices it will reappear in another 
voice pair and behave somewhat like a shadow to the ongoing activity in the 
first pair of voices. This has implications for the projection of the kinds of 
structures within points that Schubert identified, such as arch forms, and the 
presence of heightened or relaxed sections within points. 
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There is considerable contrapuntal activity taking place in the opening 
point of the Pleni sunt coeli (Example 6–4): we could, perhaps, identify 
various possibilities: a two-bar module comprising the material in bars 3-4 
recurring in the top voices in bars 5-6, and similar two-bar alternation of 
material continuing between the voices. We may observe the intricate use 
of triple counterpoint whereby bars 5-6 equal bars 7-8 (Baritonus becomes 
Tenor 2, Tenor 2 becomes Tenor 1, but Tenor 1 becomes Baritonus with 
minor variation). Likewise, modular repetition could be argued between bars 
6-7 and 10-11 (Tenor 1 becomes Tenor 2, Baritonus becomes Tenor 1). Such 
seemingly endless permutations of material at the local level do not suggest 
the logic demonstrated in Schubert’s presentation of modular principles. 
I believe that there is modular repetition in the opening point of the Pleni 
that conforms to Schubert’s views and that subsumes the intricate local 
details that I have just mentioned.13 The Baritonus at bars 7-9 is identical 
to the opening point (transposed up a fourth) except for the opening minim 
replaced by a run of four quavers. Schubert allows for small modifications 
of the subject (what Milsom calls flexing), as do Renaissance theorists.14 
Therefore, the opening point comprises two presentations of a single module 
(called Module A in Example 6–4), the first at bars 3-6 and the second 
at bars 7-10. The second presentation manipulates the module through 
transposition of each segment up a third. The intervallic combinations 
between the modular segments are the same between both statements, apart 
from the run of quavers at the beginning of the second presentation in the 
baritonus, reflecting transposition of the parts but not registral exchange of 
the segments. This is because Tenor 1 takes lower pitches than the Baritonus 
for most of the second presentation of Module A. I have not indicated the 
“shadow” modules or the local repetitions mentioned earlier. Note also the 
dotted crotchet-quaver join in bar 6 and at bar 10 that recalls the use of 
similar short rhythmic tags in the Gloria.
The remainder of the Pleni section continues with a new melody beginning 
on note G in the Baritonus at the upbeat to bar 12, which sets the second phrase 
of text, “gloria tua.” This again cycles twice through each voice leading to six 
statements in total (the fourth of them begins in the Baritonus at upbeat to bar 
18). The same repetitive plan seen with module A is not evident here because 
in the fourth statement the Baritonus truncates the second half of the melodic 
line (compare bars 13-15 with bars 19-21). Instead, module B comprises two 
bars, and its segments alternate amongst the voices in two-bar modular block 
repetitions ascending by step between bars 12 and 20. These are labelled a, b 
and c in Example 6–4.15 Module B starts with segments a and b only at bars 
12-13 which are joined by segment c in the next modular presentation at bars 
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14-15.16 The following bars present modular statements involving these three 
segments and later introduce the variants b’ and c’.
Ex. 6–4. Missa Sacerdotes Domini, Pleni sunt coeli
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In her landmark study of Palestrina’s imitation masses, Veronica 
Franke makes several generalizations about the disposition of imitative 
and homophonic textures in different movements. She notes that ends of 
sections may involve greater complexity through increased frequency of 
imitative entries, with possible compression and irregularity of imitative 
distances.17 This is especially true for settings of the “Pleni sunt coeli,” and is 
demonstrated in Example 6–4 by several features in addition to the truncation 
of the Baritonus melody at bars 20-21 already noted. At bar 21 the repetition 
of the text “gloria tua” is set with a variant of segment c in the Baritonus that, 
unlike earlier presentations, begins two notes before segment a enters. The 
third segment at this point, labelled d in Tenor 2, was previously heard at bars 
19-20 in the Baritonus where it overlaps with segment a in Tenor 2. At this 
point, there is little sense in continuing to label groups of segments with “B” 
because the original segments have been replaced by their variants or new 
material, and the telescoping of material in the last nine bars, particularly 
with the appearance of segment d, makes it difficult to distinguish a clear 
articulation of modular repetition. Heightened activity is further conveyed 
by the return of Module A’s segment i in the Baritonus (compare Baritonus 
bars 24-25 to Tenor 2 bars 4-5). The Baritonus at bars 24-25 brings to mind 
what Peter Schubert calls a “counterfeit” melody,18 i.e., a segment from 
a module that returns at a later point in the work and is set to new text. 
An ingenious piece of triple counterpoint involving this counterfeit is then 
produced between bars 24-25 and 26-27 to bring the piece to a close. 
In my analysis of the Pleni sunt coeli section, I have identified three 
sections, each corresponding to phrases of text: the opening “pleni sunt 
coeli,” the first presentation of “gloria tua” starting at the upbeat to bar 12, 
and further setting of “gloria tua” beginning at bar 21. Modular presentation 
is clear in the first two sections, but becomes less clear in the third section, 
Ex. 6–4. continued
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especially with the return of thematic material from the opening bars of this 
piece. One final observation about the Pleni setting overall is that each of 
its internal sections involves statements on successive pitches of one of the 
three hexachords. Thus, the first group of entries start on C and work their 
way up by step to the final entry on A (Tenor 1, bar 11). This perhaps not 
coincidentally corresponds to the natural hexachord beginning on C. The 
fourth entry of the subject in the Baritonus, with the filled in ascending 
quavers to F, facilitates the articulation of this progression. The next group 
begins on G (Baritonus upbeat to bar 12), suggesting the hard hexachord, 
and is completed by Tenor 1 (upbeat to bar 22). The next cycle, beginning 
on Baritonus F in bar 21 does not go beyond a statement beginning on A at 
bar 25. Its foreshortened state recalls a common Renaissance precept, stated 
by many writers of the time, which is that an idea should not be presented 
in repetition a third time.
The level of contrapuntal detail that we observe in these examples 
strongly suggests that Palestrina must have researched fuga subjects and 
counter-subjects that would combine in myriad ways and involve Schubert’s 
structural principles of modular building blocks. Neither Schubert nor 
Milsom has laid claim to a comprehensive theory of modal counterpoint, 
but they have pointed new ways towards identifying the kinds of pre-
compositional planning that must have been undertaken by Renaissance 
composers and about which we still know very little. A study of canonic 
repertoire demonstrates the applicability of these emerging theories in a 
particularly strict and complex subset of Renaissance music. Further research 
on Palestrina’s canonic writing will very likely expand upon these findings 
with a view to uncovering general principles of Palestrina’s compositional 
approach across the genres in which he employed canonic structures.
Notes
1 This point is made in Peter Schubert, “Hidden Forms in Palestrina’s First Book 
of Four-Voice Motets,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 60, no. 3 
(2007): 483-556, at 483.
2 The other canonic masses are the Missa Ad coenam Agni, Missa Ad fugam, Missa 
Sine nomine, and Missa Repleatur os meum. A modern edition of the Missa Sacerdotes 
Domini is in Le opere complete di Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, vol. 24, edited by 
Lino Bianchi, 157-93 (Rome, Istituto Italiano per la Storia della Musica, 1958).
3 There is a very small literature on Palestrina’s canonic writing. For an old study 
that is concerned mainly with identifying different canonic subtypes throughout Pal-
estrina’s output, see J. J. A. van der Walt, Die Kanongestaltung im Werk Palestrinas 
(Inaugural-Dissertation, University of Cologne, 1954). A recent study of Palestrina’s 
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masses is little concerned with elucidating canonic processes; see Veronica Mary 
Franke, Palestrina’s Imitation Masses: A Study of Compositional Procedure (Pal-
estrina: Fondazione Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, 2007).
4 There is a small but signifi cant body of literature on the stacked canon, the most 
important being Alan Gosman, “Stacked Canon and Renaissance Compositional 
Procedure,” Journal of Music Theory 41, no. 2 (1997): 289-318. Issues raised in this 
study are also investigated in David Burn, “Further Observations on Stacked Canon 
and Renaissance Compositional Procedure: Gascongne’s Ista est speciosa and For-
estier’s Missa L’homme armé,” Journal of Music Theory 45, no. 1 (2001): 73-118. 
Evidence for use of stacked canonic procedure in later repertoire is discussed in 
Denis Collins, “Bach’s Occasional Canon BWV 1073 and Stacked Canonic Proce-
dure in the Eighteenth Century,” BACH 33, no. 2 (2002): 15-34. 
5 The Hosanna reverses the order of voice entries so that a descending stacked canon 
at the second is presented. Short sections in the Credo and Sanctus have non-canonic 
passages for four instead of six parts. 
6 This is a common occurrence in Renaissance repertoire, for example in motets such 
as Du Fay’s Nuper rosarum fl ores (two lowest parts), Josquin’s Virgo salutiferi, and 
in Byrd’s O lux beata trinitas and O salutaris hostia.
7 See especially John Milsom, “Analysing Josquin,” in The Josquin Companion, 
edited by Richard Sherr, 431-84 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); “Absorb-
ing Lassus,” Early Music 33, no. 2 (2005): 305-20; “Crecquillon, Clemens, and 
Four-Voice Fuga,” in Beyond Contemporary Fame: Reassessing the Art of Clemens 
non Papa and Thomas Crecquillon, edited by Eric Jas, 293-345, at 296 (Collection 
Épitome Musical, Turnhout: Brepols, 2005); “Josquin des Prez and the Combina-
tive Impulse,” in The Motet around 1500: On the Relationship of Imitation and Text 
Treatment, edited by Thomas Schmidt-Beste, 211-46 (Collection Épitome Musical, 
Turnhout: Brepols, 2012). I am grateful to Dr Milsom for sharing this last article 
with me in advance of publication.
8 See Paul M. Walker, Theories of Fugue from the Age of Josquin to the Age of Bach 
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2000). 
9 Milsom defi nes “interlock” as the situation when “two or more statements of a 
subject are partially superimposed upon one another polyphonically.” See Milsom, 
“Crecquillon, Clemens, and four-voice fuga,” 343-45.
10 Schubert, “Hidden Forms,” 487.
11 In his use of the terms “heightening” and “relaxing,” Schubert draws upon Joel 
Lester’s pioneering study of structural relationships in Bach’s music. See Joel Lester, 
“Heightening Levels of Activity and J. S. Bach’s Parallel-Section Constructions,” 
Journal of the American Musicological Society 54, no. 1 (2001): 49-96.
12 Similar probing of the stacked canonic textusre via one or more of the free parts 
occurs in Kyrie I and the Sanctus.
13 Schubert advocates fi nding the largest modular block: “one must look for the lon-
gest combination that repeats, and disregard combinations that do not repeat (even if 
one component melody recurs),” in “Hidden Forms,” 487.
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14 For instance, Thomas Morley instructs how to break long notes into shorter 
patterns in his A Plaine and Easie Introduction to Practicall Musicke (London: Peter 
Short, 1597), for example at 96-97.
15 I omit the boxes with harmonic intervallic content as this would clutter the example 
without adding anything especially noteworthy. The change of nomenclature in 
Example 4 between modules A and B is to make a clear distinction between the 
components of these two modules, especially as Module B involves more than two 
segments, and also because part of a segment from Module A returns near the end of 
the piece (discussed shortly in the main text).
16 Segment b is varied at bars 16-17 and keeps its new form in later presentations 
of module B. Block repetition of modules is considered an important structural de-
vice by both Peter Schubert and Julie Cumming, with the latter calling it “modular 
sequence” (see Cumming, “Imitative Counterpoint around a Cantus Firmus: Two 
Motets by Heinrich Isaac,” The Journal of Musicology 28, no. 3 (2011), 250). Note 
also how the cadential motive forms segment b in Tenor 2 at bar 12 and Tenor 1 at 
bar 14, respectively. Incorporation of cadential progressions within modules is also 
discussed by Cumming, at 260-63.
17 See Franke, Palestrina’s Imitation Masses, 27-48.
18 Schubert, “Hidden Forms,” 511.
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